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about an hour's flight I could see St. Quentin aflame
on the right, and, farther north, was the light of burning
Cambrai, where I still, theoretically, had a room reserved
in the station hotel, with my clothes hanging up in the
cupboard. To the left was another large fire which I
was told was Amiens burning. I wondered what had
happened to the fine Cathedral, which had escaped so
miraculously in the last war, but I was told afterwards
by another pilot, who had flown over the Cathedral by
day, that the fires were in farm buildings outside the
town and that the Cathedral was untouched. On the
horizon were flashes of artillery fire. It was perhaps the
beginning of the big French counter-offensive, which I
knew had been planned for that night.
The navigator came over and shouted to me that we
were over the German lines. I looked out each side to
see if there was any sign of anti-aircraft fire, but all was
dark, except for a line of lights, probably those of a
convoy, which went out as we roared overhead. The
wireless operator informed us that a German chaser had
been after us, firing its machine-gun; but we had
escaped it. How, I do not know, considering the speed
that we were going. I think it was probably a figment
of the operator's imagination, but at the time it made
me finger my parachute clip anxiously, wondering
whether I would have the presence of mind to pull it
at the right moment, as I charged headlong down
towards the Germans. That wait of ten seconds might
so easily be drawn into eternity. The navigator came
over again and pulled triggers over my head.